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The Russian Thistle in its Natal Home.
BY J .  L. BUDD.
Prior to the writer’s visit to East Europe in the summer of 1882, 
attention was directed to the plant we call Russian Thistle by a 
note in Prof. Henfrey’s well known work, '•'•The Vegetation o f  
Europe, its Condition and Causes,” as follows: “ On the steppes 
east of the Volga one curious thorny plant has attracted the 
attention of most travelers, the “ Wind Witch,” as it is called by 
the German colonists, or “ Leap the field,” as the Russian name 
may be translated. It forms a large globular mass of light wiry 
branches interlaced together, and in autumn decays off at the root 
theuupper part drying. It is then at the mercy of the autumn 
blasts and it is said that thousands of them may sometimes be seen 
coursing over the steppes, rolling, dancing, and leaping over the 
slight inequalities, often looking at a distance like a troop of wild 
horses. Mr. Kohl sayf. it is not uncommon for twenty or more to 
become entangled into a mass and then roll away like a huge giant 
in his seven league boots.”
During the long journey from southwest Russia to St. Peters­
burg and Moscow, then east to the Volga, we did not identify the plant 
perhaps for the reason that it was young and without thorns, nor 
did it occur to mind to make inquiries in regard to it as a noxious 
weed. But on the low steppes east of the Volga from Kazan, south 
to the Caspain, we met with it everywhere. But in the wheat, 
oat, barley and rye fields, it was not regarded as a specially trouble­
some weed, as the growers knew how to manage it. They sow the 
cereals early and quite thickly and the eastern varieties appear 
to tiller out more than with us. With this thick shading the plants 
make very little progress in developement at harvest time, and 
show no trace of thorns, and the same is true of the rye fields 
sown in autumn. At once after the harvest, the stubble is turned
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over. Aside from weed destruction this early plowing is neces 
sary, as later the soil hardens during the rainless months of 
late summer and autumn.
In eastern Samara and Saratov, the writer found a law in force 
compelling the slack farmers to plow their stubble fields early, not 
only for the destruction of “ Leap the field,,; but other true 
thistles indigenous to the region. But in this region are found vast 
tracts where an excess of alkali and other desert salts, and the 
natural aridity of soil, prevents all attempts to grow crops. These 
great tracts are used for pasturage as in Colorado. Here the 
“ Leap the field ” is found mingled with tulips, wormwoods, 
lucerne, feather-grass {Stipapennata), asparagus, sages, mulleins, 
true thistles, and other desert plants. Of these the wormwoods, 
true thistles, and mulleins grow the largest and are not often 
touched by stock. Some of the desert thistles attain astonishing 
size in such an arid region, and with the mulleins and wormwoods 
are used under the name of “ Burian” for fuel, mixed with the 
dried manure of animals. On these arid tracts the “ Leap the 
field ” has to fight for a place and usually comes off second best. 
Yet enough find room for full development, to dance over the 
plain in autumn as described by Kohl. It is also true that when 
the early starting feather-grass, lucerne and- asparagus are fed 
closely, the stock at once commence on the young and tender 
Russian thistle, and we were told that during the tender stage, 
cattle, horses and sheep, seemed to do as well as when feeding on 
the perennials starting earlier.
The only spots where the plant considered made much headway 
were known as “  cattle wallows,” which are much like the 
“ buffalo wallows ” of the northwest. Here “ the leap-the-field” was 
mingled with true thistles and seemed to be protected by them 
from the inroads of stock. At least in these spots we found the 
largest and best seed producing plants in early fall.
The large tract owned and occupied by German colonists at 
Sarepta, on the lower Yolga, is east of the river and surrounded 
by the desert pastures of the Tartars. At an early day the colo­
nists surrounded their possessions on all sides, except the river, 
by wide belts of timber. The main purpose was to furnish pro­
tection from the desert winds, but incidentally the trees have pre­
vented the inroads of the “ leap-the-field,” as they lodge in the 
groves where the seed rarely germinates, and when it does it fails 
to attain the seeding stage. Over the carefully cultivated acres of 
the colony I failed to find a single full grown Russian thistle the
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middle of September, and we were assured that it was one of the 
easiest of the annuals to subdue, as when cut off at the surface of 
the ground it did not sprout from the stub. These colonists grow 
thousands of acres of mustard which, in prepared form, is found 
on sale over Europe and Asia. We were assured that as a weed, 
when out of place, it was far more troublesome than what they 
call the “ Wind Witch.” In these grain fields we did not find the 
latter, but we did see much of the mustard. *
West of the Volga what is known as the Black Soil Section o f  
South East Russia begins. It embraces hundreds of square miles 
of the most fertile land in Europe. Over the provinces favored 
with this deep black soil we found the plant under consideration 
everywhere. But on the first of October we found no ripened 
plants along the railways nor alongside the public or private roads. 
The railways belong to the Government, and no weeds are permit­
ted to ripen in the stock yards, station grounds, or right-of-way. 
On the public highways and private roads the weeds are looked 
after by officials who enforce very stringent enactments.
Over this black soil region hundreds of beet sugar factories are 
scattered, and tens of thousands of the laud owners grow sugar 
beets largely. So far as we heard an expression from them the 
Russian thistle is a very harmless annual. The weed complained 
of everywhere was what we know as “ Quick grass,” ‘■'Triticum 
r e p e n s This gave endless trouble to the beet growers, and in all 
hoed crops.
Over the grain fields we found the same regulations as to early 
and thick sowing of grain and the early plowing of the stubble fields 
that we found east of the Yolga.
Senator Hansbrough has stated on the authority of Prince Galitzen 
that the Russian Thistle has overrun the black soil region. He says, 
in the provinces of Orel and Kiev the Russian peasant farmers are 
fleeing in terror before it. This statement must have grown out of 
the fact that in the Desna section in southeast Orel the surface is 
covered with sand, alternated with patches of stiff gumbo clay. 
Net being fitted for cultivation, or of much value for grazing, it 
became overrun with Russian Thistles and varied species of true 
thistles. Recently the government has taken possession of this 
region and is covering it with pine timber. Over the cultivated 
portions of these provinces we found no complaint of the weed 
-iflder consideration from beet growers, gardeners, grain growers, 
or stock growers. Taken as a whole, four months’ study of the
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